Concepts and pitfalls in measuring and interpreting attributable fractions, prevented fractions, and causation probabilities.
Measures of causal attribution and preventive potential appear deceptively simple to define, yet have many subtle variations and are subject to numerous pitfalls in conceptualization, interpretation, and application. This article reviews basic concepts, measures, and problems to serve as an introduction to more detailed literature. Allowing for validity and generalization (projection) issues, epidemiologic attribution measures can serve as useful policy inputs for contrasting expected caseloads or survival times under different well-defined interventions. Nonetheless, their application in these settings requires attention to effects of the interventions besides those on the study outcome. Their use as estimates of etiologic attribution requires assumptions beyond the usual validity and statistical assumptions; these further assumptions will usually have little support or plausibility when the mechanisms of action are unknown.